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THE  HELMSMAN  AND  HIS  WAKE 

"Let  each  of  you  look  not  only  to 
his  own  interests^  but  also  to  the 
interests  of  others. " 

Phi  I  liippians  2 : 4 


Last  month  I  did  something  that  I  thoroughly  en- 
joy.  I  travelled  to  Honduras  and  back  by  freighter. 
It  was  my  third  such  trip.   I  hope  to  go  again  some- 
time.  On  a  freighter  one  can  dress  informally.   One 
can  read  without  being  hassled  by  a  Social  Director 
into  a  game  of  bingo.   One  can  get  to  know  the  captain 
and  his  staff  on  a  warm,  personal  basis.   One  can  usu- 
ally have  access  to  the  bridge  and  see  first-hand  how 
a  ship  plans  and  keeps  its  course. 

But  you  did  not  come  here  today  for  a  travelogue 
--  so  on  to  the  point.   Our  destination  on  the  return 
trip  was  Albany.   But  bearing  some  133,000  forty  pound 
boxes  of  bananas,  we  stopped  first  for  a  partial  un- 
loading at  Baltimore.   Coming  north  out  of  Baltimore 
the  ship  made  its  way  through  the  Chesapeake  and 
Delaware  Canal.   The  C  &  D  Canal  is  a  man-made  water- 
way, twelve  miles  in  length,  that  saves  a  ship  about 
eight  hours.   As  we  glided  through  this  narrow  passage- 
way, we  came  to  a  marina  on  the  port  side.   There  plain 
for  all  to  see  was  a  sign,  a  sign  that  gave  birth  to 
this  sermon.   Seven  words  said  it  all:   "Slow!   You  Are 
Responsible  for  Your  Wake." 


It  is  a  universal  rule  of  the  sea  that  a  ship  is 
responsible  for  the  wake  it  generates!   At  8,300  tons, 
dead  weight,  and  with  a  draft  of  twenty-seven  feet,  a 
freighter  going  full  speed  through  a  tight  body  of 
water  would  play  havoc  with  yacht  basins  and  other 
shore  installations .   Small  boats  at  anchor  along  the 
shore  would  be  reduced  to  driftwood  Instantly .• Our  ship 
did  a  comfortable  eighteen  knots  at  sea,  but  cut  down 
to  four  or  five  knots  at  many  points  as  it  travelled  up 
the  Hudson. 


"Swell  damage,"  as  it  is  called,  is  the  responsi- 
bility of  the  vessel  that  causes  it.   Those  motor  boat 
cowboys  on  America's  lakes  would  do  well  to  learn  this 
truth.   Swift  arrivals  are  important  to  a  freighter. 
It  has  been  estimated  that  it  costs  about  $3,000  a  day 
to  keep  a  freighter  at  sea.   Yet,  even  though  speed  is 
a  factor,  and  even  though  they  have  the  power  to  go 
faster,  large  ships  do  not  run  at  maximum  speed  all 
the  time.   The  rule  would  seem  to  be  that  you  can't 
make  waves  independently  of  others .   Your  backwash  is 
your  baby!?  "Slow!  You  Are  Responsible  for  Your  Wake." 


The  principle  that  shines  through  here  is  clear: 
We  should  practice  the  habit  of  considering  the  effect 
of  our  actions  on  others.  Some  of  us  should  be  "Weight 
Watchers,"  but  all  of  us  should  be  "Wake  Watchers!" 
The  effect  of  our  actions  on  others.   This  makes  good 
sense,  good  human  relations,  and  good  Christianity. 

Consider,  for  example,  how  this  principle  applies 
to  our  international  relationships.   Every  nation  re- 
cites its  history  from  its  own  point  of  view.  But  there 
is  much  to  be  gained  by  reflecting  "soberly  on  the  ef- 
fects of  our  trade  and  defense  policies  on  other  coun- 
tries.  Indeed,  this  discipline  will  yield  a  truer 
indication  of  our  moral  calibre. 

It  is  no  secret  that  anti-American  sentiment  is 
rife  in  today's  world.   Much  of  this,  I  am  convinced, 
is  not  our  fault.   As  the  most  powerful  nation  in  the 
world  we  stand  as  a  ready  scapegoat  for  the  mistakes 
and  frustrations  that  other  states  experience.   All  the 
same,  we  have  asked  for  a  lot  of  it,  have  we  not? 

Alexander  Pope,  in  his  "Essay  on  Man,"  described 
the  way  in  which  the  human  species  has  tried  to  appro- 
priate nature  for  itself.   Said  the  poet, 

"Ask  for  what  end  the  heavenly  bodies  shine, 
Earth  for  whose  use?   Pride  answers,  'Tis 
for  mine 
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For  me  kind  Nature  wakes  her  genial  power, 
Suckles  each  herb ,  and  spreads  out  every 

flower ; 
Annual  for  me ,  the  grape ,  the  rose  renew 
The  juice  nectareous,  and  the  balmy  dew; 
For  me,  the  mine  a  thousand  treasures  brings; 
For  me  health  gushes  from  a  thousand  springs ; 
Seas  roll  to  waft  me,  suns  to  light  me  rise; 
My  footstool  earxh ,  my  canopy  the  skies . "  1 


A  similar  attitude  is  practiced  by  most  nations 
on  other  nations.   Each  assumes  that  the  rest  are  there 
for  them*   Most  of  the  concessions  that  we  have  made 
in  international  trade  as  a  country  have  been  the  re- 
sult, not  of  altruism,  but  of  pressure.   We  have  con- 
sistently sought  to  gain  the  most  and  give  the  least. 
Our  high  standard  of  living  has  been  achieved  in  con- 
siderable measure  at  the  expense  of  other  people . 

It  is  time  we  looked  at  ourselves,  not  in  terms 
of  our  weight  or  speed  or  power,  but  in  terms  of  the 
effect  that  our  wake  is  having  on  those  who  live  along 
the  shore.   Only  recently  the  banana  growing  states  in 
South  America  and  Central  America  began  charging  a  one 
dollar  surtax  per  box  on  bananas  shipped  to  this  . 
country.   This  is  true  of  Colombia,  Costa  Rica,  Panama, 
Honduras  and  Guatemala.   Those  nation  states  are  try- 
ing to  say  something  about  the  effect  of  our  wake  on 
their  economy.   Panamanians  wonder  why  we  pay  so  much 
more  rent  for  our  bases  in  Spain  than  we  do  for  similar 
installations  in  the  Panama  Canal  Zone .   The  poverty 
in  these  places  makes  them  increasingly  sensitive  to 
the  wake  that  we  have  caused. 

What  happened  recently  with  the  price  of  oil ,  I 
suggest,  is  but  a  harbinger  of  things  to  come.   It  may 
be  true  after  all  that  the  age  of  nations  is  passing 
and  the  era  of  world  community  is  slowly  coming  to 
birth.   We  can  be  grateful  for  a  Secretary  of  State  who 
apparently  has  a  gift  for  feeling  his  way  into  the  out- 
look of  other  countries.   "Slow!  You  Are  Responsible 
for  Your  Wake . " 


Consider  how  this  principle  applies  to  economic 
justice  here  at  home.   Extremes  of  wealth  and  poverty- 
are  increasingly  a  divisive  force  in  these  United 
States,   The  magnitude  of  the  problem  registers  most 
acutely  in  our  cities  and  dominantly  rural  areas.  The 
economic  ship  of  state  has  for  years  been  plowing  for- 
ward full  speed.   Now,  however,  we  are  beginning  to 
become  aware  of  the  wreckage  that  is  strewn  along  the 
shore. 

It  is  one  of  the  cardinal  insights  of  the  Old 
Testament  that  economic  activity  was  not  to  be  achieved 
at  the  expense  of  the  poor.   In  the  Old  Testament,  eco- 
nomics is  a  form  of  religious  expression.   There  is  no 
sharp  dichotomy  between  the  temple  and  the  market  place 
Let  me  cite,  for  a  highly  relevant  instance,  from  the 
19th  chapter  of  Leviticus.   That  chapter  begins  with 
words  that  all  of  us  have  seen  or  heard  at  one  time  or 
another.   "The  Lord  said  to  Moses,  'Say  to  all  the  con- 
gregation of  the  people  of  Israel,  You  shall  be  holy; 
for  I  the  Lord  your  God  am  holy.™  (Lev.  19:1-2)   I 
have  seen  those  words  inscribed  at  the  front  of  many  a 
temple,  cathedral  and  church c   Unfortunately,  in  most 
instances  the  interpretation  of  "holiness"  is  rather 
pietistically  drawn.   Holiness  is  assumed  to  call  for 
austerity  and  sobriety  and  issue  in  personal  restraint 
from  the  grosser  sins.   While  one  does  not  wish  to  dis- 
parage piety  per  se,  it  is  noteworthy  that  Moses  went 
on  to  expound  the  meaning  of  holiness  by  a  mention  of 
specific  economic  and  political  considerations. 

For  example,  "When  you  reap  the  harvest  of  your 
land,  you  shall  not  reap  your  field  to  its  very  border, 
neither  shall  you  gather  the  gleanings  after  your  har- 
vest.  And  you  shall  not  strip  your  vineyard  bare, 
neither  shall  you  gather  the  fallen  grapes  of  your 
vineyard;  you  shall  leave  them  for  the  poor  and  for 
the  sojourner:  I  am  the  Lord  your  God."  (Lev.  19:9-10) 

Or  again,  "You  shall  do  no  injustice  in  judgment; 
you  shall  not  be  partial  to  the  poor  or  defer  to  the 
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great,  but  in  righteousness  shall  you  judge  your  neigh- 
bor."  (Lev.  19:15) 

Still  again,  "When  a  stranger  sojourns  with  you 
in  your  land,  you  shall  not  do  him  wrong.  The  stranger 
(i.e.,  one  who  is  without  civil  rights  by  law)  who  so- 
journs with  you  shall  be  to  you  as  the  native  among  you, 
and  you  shall  love  him  as  yourself;  for  you  were  strang- 
ers in  the  land  of  Egypt:   I  am  the  Lord  your  God." 

(Lev.  19:33-34) 

And  then  there  is  this  word  that  might  very  well 
be  the  text  for  all  consumer  protection  agencies ;  "You 
shall  do  no  wrong  in  judgment,  in  measures  of  length 
or  weight  or  quantity.   You  shall  have  just  balances, 
just  weights,  a  just  ephah,  and  a  just  hin:   I  am  the 
Lord  your  God,  who  brought  you  out  of  the  land  of 
Egypt."   (Lev.  19:35-36) 

It  is  dangerous  for  a  church  to  support  particu- 
lar pieces  of  economic  legislation,  but  as  members  of 
the  body  of  Christ  we  have  a  responsibility  to  sit  in 
judgment  on  the  laws  of  the  land  and  examine  their 
humaneness,  their  fair  play,  and  their  understanding. 
The  strong  and  the  rich,  those  who  have  made  the  largest 
wakes,  have  been  too  influential  in  the  lands   There 
are  large  tax  loopholes  still  to  be  closed.   It  is  a 
matter  of  record  that  the  reform  of  election  practices 
is  being  stymied  in  almost  every  state  by  the  pressures 
of  particular  lobby  groups .   Members  of  Congress  are 
still  more  sensitive  to  organized,  special  interest 
minorities  than  they  are  to  the  people  at  large. 

I  confess  my  appreciation  of  Gough  Whitlam,  the 
Prime  Minister  of  Australia.  When  we  were  there  a  year 
ago  this  man  was  faced  with  the  same  kind  of  problem 
that  we  often  have  in  this  country.  The  city  of  Sydney 
needs  another  airport,  where  shall  it  go?  Whose  sleep 
will  be  interrupted?   Whose  television  screen  will  show 
ghosts?  Who  will  make  a  rip«off  on  profits  from  fresh- 
ly sold  land?  Mr.  Whitlam  announced  that  the  new  fa- 
cility would  be  located  in  the  Gelston  area.   The  peo- 
ple of  Gelston,  of  course,  fulminated  against  the  de- 
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cision.   But  Gough  Whitlam  took  to  television  and  said, 
"I  am  the  only  political  leader  to  tell  you  why  you 
are  getting  Gelston.   You  are  getting  Gelston  because 
it  suits  most  people  and  hurts  the  fewest  people." 

Isn't  it  strange  that  we  can  find  ready  cash  to 
raise  Twin  Towers  in  lower  Manhattan  while  we  cannot 
find  the  funds  to  resurrect  Harlem?  How  baffling  that 
we  can  manage  to  renovate  Yankee  Stadium  while  we  can- 
not see  our  way  clear  to  renovating  the  Tombs?  Why 
does  Congress  find  it  so  much  easier  to  pay  for  cost 
over-runs  on  defense  contracts  than  it  does  to  keep 
0E0  alive?   There  are  signs  in  the  land  that  the  sys- 
tem is  not  working  for  an  increasing  number  of  people. 
To  the  strong  and  the  mighty  the  message  is  clear: 
"Slow!  You  Are  Responsible  for  Your  Wake." 


Consider,  finally,  how  this  principle  applies  to 
inter-personal  relationships  —  especially,  but  not 
exclusively,  in  the  church.   We  Americans  have  a  way 
of  lionizing  the  man  or  woman  who  can  make  waves!   We 
like  the  active  virtues.   We  willingly  pay  our  respects 
to  initiative  and  hard  work  and  individual  success.   I 
am  sure  that  the  scriptures  do  not  encourage  us  in  the 
direction  of  inert  lassitude.   Indeed  Paul  said  at  one 
point,  "If  a  man  won't  work,  neither  should  he  eat." 
(II  Thess.  3:10)   It  is  a  question  of  balance  isn't  it? 

The  undue  exaltation  of  initiative,  drive,  hustle 
and  hard  work  has  made  us  indifferent  to  the  damage 
that  our  waves  have  caused.   I  wonder  how  some  of  our 
"successful"  ones^ould  look  if  their  lives  were  mea- 
sured by  their  wake!   I  can  envision,  and  this  is  pure- 
ly hypothetical,  a  successful  financier  who  dies  in  his 
63rd  year  —  the  celebrated  head  of  an  Investment  House 
and  advisor  to  presidents.   The  obituary  column  runs  on 
and  on  noting  all  the  exploits  and  achievements,  the 
honors,  citations  and  whatever.   But  perhaps  somewhere 
another  obituary  is  being  fashioned  based  on  an  exami- 
nation of  this  individual's  wake:   A  wife  turned  alco- 
holic through  sustained  neglect,  three  estranged 
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children,  a  secretary  utterly  exhausted  from  catering 
to  his  shifting  moods  and  meteoric  ego  trips ,  twenty 
clerks  out  front  whose  names  he  never  took  the  time  to 
know,  four  vice-presidents  whose  counsel  was  seldom 
sought ,  who  could  not  bring  themselves  to  shed  a  tear 
at  his  passing, 

St,  Paul  in  one  of  his  more  significant  passages 
turns  to  the  Christians  at  Philippi  to  say,  "Have  the 
mind  within  your  community  which  you  have  also  in 
Christ  Jesus .   Do  nothing  from  selfishness  or  conceit , 
but  in  humility  count  others  better  than  yourself.  Let 
each  of  you  look  not  only  to  his  own  interests ,  but 
also  to  the  interests  of  others."  (Phil.  2:4—5) 

Elsewhere  he  said  it  even  more  plainly,  "Ye  that 
are  strong  ought  to  bear  the  infirmities  of  the  weak," 
(Rom.  15:1)   It  doesn't  matter  how  large  your  ship  may 
be ,  how  much  power  those  turbines  of  yours  can  generate , 
you  have  a  responsibility  for  the  not  so  strong  among 
you.   This  is  a  plea  for  consideration  of  our  brothers 
and  sisters,  for  sensitivity  to  their  needs,  rights, 
rate  of  development  and  experiences  of  God.  "They  that 
are  strong  ought  to  bear  the  infirmities  of  the  weak." 

We  are  not  in  competition  with  each  other  in  a 
race  for  the  flag.   We  are,  hopefully,  a  community 
united,  not  organizationally,  but  organically.   As 
Dostoevsky  liked  to  describe  the  church,  we  are  "a  con- 
gregation of  lovers  of  Christ  wherein  each  is  responsi- 
ble for  all."  2_ 

I  have  a  dear  friend  in  Virginia  who  is  a  former 
Cavalry  officer.   He  told  me  one  time  that  when  the 
Cavalry  planned  a  march  they  always  planned  it  at  the 
tempo  of  the  slowest  mount.   Each  hour  was  broken  up 
thusly:  50  minutes  for  riding,  5  minutes  for  leading 
and  5  minutes  for  rest .   But  the  march  was  always 
planned  at  the  tempo  of  the  slowest  mount ! 

This  is  mere  exhortation  as  Paul  gives  it ,  but  he 
quickly  moves  on  to  anchor  what  he  is  saying  in  the 
most  powerful  example  imaginable .   He  refers  us  to  the 
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greatest  life  ever  lived,  the  life  of  Jesus  of  Nazareth. 
However  you  measure  Jesus,  His  greatness  will  not  es- 
cape you.   But  did  you  ever  think  of  assessing  Jesus 
from  the  point  of  view  of  His  wake?  What  did  those 
towns  look  like  after  He  had  been  there?  What  were 
people  like  after  He  had  seen  or  touched  or  talked  to 
them?  There  is  no  record  that  He  ever  made  anyone  sad, 
or  hurt  or  damaged  anyone. 

I  submit  that  the  wake  of  Jesus  looks  something 
like  this:  John  cries  out  from  prison,  "Are  you  the 
one  who  is  to  come,  or  shall  we  look  for  another?" 
Jesus  answers  John's  messengers,  "Go  and  tell  John  what 
you  hear  and  see:  (This  is  what  happens  where  I  am)  the 
blind  receive  their  sight  and  the  lame  walk  and  lepers 
are  cleansed  and  the  deaf  hear,  and  the  dead  are  raised 
up,  and  the  poor  have  good  news  preached  to  them." 

(Mat.  11:3-5) 

When  we  act  upon  each  other  negatively  in  the 
church  it  is  usually  because  of  assumptions  of  superi- 
ority: moral  superiority,  superiority  in  knowledge, 
superiority  in  religious  experience,  superiority  in 
power.   But  Jesus  was  superior  in  all  of  these  respects 
—  morality,  knowledge,  intimacy  with  God,  power  --  and 
yet  there  is  no  case  on  record  where  He  ever  barged  in 
on  other  lives  to  pull  rank  or  otherwise  threaten  their 
existence. 

Let  this  mind  in  you.   Let  us  learn  it  here  to- 
gether and  practice  it  in  the  world  for  the  glory  of 
God  and  the  good  of  others.   By  their  effect  on  others 
ye  shall  know  them.   "Let  each  of  vou  look  not  only  to 
his  own  interests  but  also  to  the  interests  of  others." 
Slow  down!   Ease  up!   Look  around!   Take  notice!   For, 
under  God,  you  are  indeed  responsible  for  your  wake. 
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CLOSING    PRAYER 


Give  us,   we  pray  Thee,   an  eye  for  the 
image  of  God  in  everyone  we  meet, 
and  the  faith  to  see  our  neighbors 
as  bearers  of  Thy  grace. 

Where  we  have  come  on  strong  and  tough 
with  others   -  to  their  hurt, 
restore  our  sensitivity, 
forgive  our  blunders,     and 
lead  us  to  a  more  peaceable  use 
of  life. 

Through  Jesus  Christ  our  Lord. 

Amen, 


FOOTNOTES; 

1.  Pope,  Alexander,  Complete  Poetical  Works  of 
Alexander  Pope ,  "An  Essay  on  Man,"  p.  151, 
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2.  See  Gibson,  A.  Boyce ,  The  Religion  of  Dostoevsky, 
especially  Chapter  1,  SCM  Press  Ltd.,  London,  1973 
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